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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee:

We are pleased to submit this statement on recent efforts to
improve the ability of the federal meat inspection system to
prevent another outbreak of food poisoning similar to the cases in
January 1993 that caused several deaths and hundreds of illnesses.
You asked that we comment on the progress made by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) and its Food Safety and Inspection
Service (FSIS) to prevent another outbreak caused by the specific
E. coli bacteria responsible. More specifically, you asked (1)
what changes have been implemented in the meat inspection system,
(2) how effective these changes have been, and (3) what still needs
to be done to provide consumers with a safe meat supply. As
appendix I shows, GAO and other organizations have detailed the
limitations of the current federal meat and poultry inspection

system in numerous reports and testimony since 1969.

In summary, while FSIS has made some changes, the inspection
system is only marginally better today at protecting the public
from harmful bacteria than it was a year ago, or even 87 years ago
when it was first put in place. FSIS' recent efforts have neither
dealt with the inspection system’s inherent weaknesses nor
fundamentally changed the system’s reliance on sensory (sight,
smell, and feel) inspection methods. These methods cannot identify
microbial contamination, such as harmful bacteria, which is the

most serious health risk from meat and poultry. Although FSIS has



known about this problem for 15 years or more, its major initiative

in response--designing and implementing a new inspection system--is

still years away.

In fiscal years 1993 and 1994, USDA budgeted about %45 million

and about 440 staff years, including $14 million and 200 staff

years for additional inspectors, and put together a program of 81

projects to improve its current inspection system. FSIS’ efforts
include (1) proposing a regulation mandating the use of package
labels describing how to handle and cook meat and poultry safely,
(2) undertaking over two dozen data collection and research
projecﬁs, and (3) implementing stronger oversight of meat and
poultry plants with a high-risk profile. In addition, FSIS has
begun a long-term effort to study how the inspection system can be

completely revamped to better protect public health.

FSIS’' efforts have probably lowered the chance that people
will become ill from eating meat contaminated with harmful
bacteria. For example, because of FSIS’' efforts to provide
information, consumers and retail food establishments are now more

aware that raw meat products must be properly handled and cooked to

control or kill bacteria. Also, FSIS’ more vigorous enforcement of

the current sanitation and slaughter processing regulations will
indirectly help control bacterial contamination by eliminating some
potential sources of contamination. However, the ability of the

inspection system to detect harmful bacteria, evaluate how serious



the problem is, and take corrective action remains limited. FSIS
has not established a regulatory program requiring plants and
inspectors to routinely test for harmful bacteria. Such testing is
the only conclusive means to determine whether (1) sanitation and
processing controls are working properly and (2) the product is

free of contamination.

As GAO and others have repeatedly stated over the past 15
years, a new, scientific, risk-based inspection system is needed to
better protect the public from foodborne illnesses. Such a system
would allow FSIS to target its resources towards higher-risk meat |
and poultry products by increasing inspection of such products, f
developing methods or tools that would help inspectors detect
microbial contamination, and/or increasing the testing of such

products.

Before providing more detail on our findings, let us briefly

give you some background on the current inspection system.

BACKGROUND

At the turn of the century, Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle raised
a public outcry about contagious animal diseases, unsanitary
conditions, deceptive practices, and lax government inspection at
meat packing plants. The Congress responded to this outcry by

passing the Federal Meat Inspection Act in 1907. This act and a *



subsequent poultry act require federal inspection of meat and
poultry to ensure that they are safe, wholesome, and correctly
labeled and packaged. To achieve these objectives, the acts
require that each individual animal carcass be examined at the time
of slaughter by an on-line USDA inspector.! In this traditional
inspection, largely unchanged for 87 years, inspectors make
judgments about disease conditions, abnormalities, and
contamination in animals and carcasses on the basis of what they

see, feel, and smell--a process known as organoleptic inspection.

After slaughter, meat and poultry from government-inspected
carcasses can be inspected again during further processing.
(Processing operations can include simple cutting and grinding,
complex canning procedures, or the preparation of ready-to-eat
products.) FSIS implements the federal inspection laws by
requiring that all meat and poultry processing plants be visited
daily by a USDA inspector, whe may spend from 15 minutes to several
hours performing various inspection duties. These inspections,

too, rely primarily on organoleptic methods.

Nevertheless, the safety of meat and poultry remains a
concern. While inspectors may indirectly identify some microbial
contamination using these traditional methods, they cannot see,

smell, or feel the presence of microbial pathogens. FSIS and

'In fiscal year 1992, FSIS inspectors visually checked 89.2
million swine, 30.8 million cattle, 5.1 million sheep and lambs,
1.8 million other livestock, and 6.8 billion poultry.

4



others have recognized that such pathogens now present the greatest
risk to public health from eating meat and poultry. Although the
actual extent of foodborne illnesses is unknown, the Centers for
Disease Control estimates that there are from 6.5 million to more
than 80 million cases annually and has recognized that meat and
poultry products are a primary cause of foodborne disease. USDA
estimates that the annual cost of foodborne illness in the United
States ranges from $5.2 billion to $6.1 billion, with more than
half of this amount--$3.9 billion to $4.3 billion--attributable to

meat and poultry.

The problem of microbial contamination of meat and poultry
products and its devastating consequences was evidenced in January
1993, when over 450 people became ill and several children died
from causes attributed to hamburgers contaminated with a form of E.
coli bacteria. This incident has renewed concern about the ability
of the federal inspection system to adequately protect the public

from similar outbreaks of food poisoning.

FSIS HAS TAKEN INITIATIVES TO BETTER
PROTECT THE PUBLIC FROM HARMFUL BACTERIA

In response to last year’s tragic incident, FSIS announced a
two-track plan to update the meat and poultry inspection system.
Track I, currently under way, is a near-term plan for maximizing
the effectiveness of the existing system. Track II, initiated in
1993, is described as a longer-term "revolutionary plan" aimed at
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overhauling the entire system. FSIS estimates that the modernized

system developed in Track II will be in place by the year 2000.
On January 27, 1994, FSIS provided us with information on 81
individual projects undertaken as part of Track I. These projects

generally fall into four categories:

—-— Strengthened oversight and regulatorv enforcement.

Stronger oversight of meat and poultry plants was the focus
of 28 projects. For example, projects included assigning
more experienced inspectors to plants that slaughter |
higher-risk animals; developing a profile of "“problem"
plants and making unannounced, special reviews of plants
fitting the profile; and writing new rules to strengthen
record-keeping requirements. As with FSIS’' routine
inspections of slaughter and processing plants, these new =

initiatives rely on organoleptic inspection procedures.

-- Greater consumer awareness. Efforts to increase consumer ?
awareness of the potential hazards of raw meat and poultry
were involved in 15 projects. The most significant
initiative in this category is the well-publicized proposed
regulation that would mandate that all raw meat and poultry
products sold at retail stores include a label on safe
handling and cooking procedures. While consumer education

should help reduce the number of outbreaks of food ’



poisoning, it will not eliminate them. For example, since
the E. coli outbreak of January 1993, the nation has,
according to FSIS’ records, continued to experience
biweekly incidents of foodborne illnesses caused by meat

contaminated with the same E. coli bacteria.

-- Data collection, research, and studies. Various

initiatives to collect data, conduct research, and perform
studies of microbial pathogens comprised 32 projects.

These projects include national baseline studies of
bacteria found on carcasses at slaughter plants, research
projects to determine the cause and source of harmful
bacteria, and the publishing of criteria that biotechnology
firms should consider when developing quick tests for
detecting microbial contamination. These initiatives could
potentially help prevent foodborne illness in the long
term, but in the near term do not preclude such incidents.
In addition, five of these projects were undertaken by the
USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service as part

of a program to control Salmonella enteritidis in eggs.

-- Stricter procedures for slaughter and dressing. Stricter

slaughter and dressing procedures to reduce the potential

for bacteria from intestinal sources to contaminate the
carcass were the subject of six projects. These projects

involve requiring that carcass and boneless meat surfaces



be free of visible contamination. Like consumer education,
these stricter procedures should help reduce the incidence
of foodborne illnesses by indirectly reducing some
potential sources of microbial contamination. However,
they do not help inspectors directly identify microbial

contamination.

FSIS INITIATIVES DO NOT HELP INSPECTORS
IDENTIFY AND EVALUATE BACTERIA

While FSIS has made some constructive changes and undertaken
numerous research and data collection projects, it has not yet
overcome the inspection system’s inherent weaknesses nor made the
fundamental changes needed to better protect the public from the
most serious health risk from meat and poultry--microbial

contamination.

With advances in animal and veterinary science, many
infectious diseases have been controlled, thereby decreasing the
human health hazard posed by animal diseases. In contrast,
microbial hazards associated with the crowding of animals and other
factors have grown. FSIS clearly recognized this change in risk in
its 1991 report to the Congress. According to that report,
microbial hazards present the greatest risks posed by meat and

poultry to public health.



None of the 81 FSIS initiatives undertaken under Track I have
changed the labor-intensive, organoleptic process used at meat and
poultry plants. During visits to meat and poultry plants, we
watched inspectors using knives, flashlights, mirrors, and

thermometers. While inspectors may identify some contamination

using these traditional methods and tools, they cannot see, feel,
or smell microbial pathogens. As a result, the current inspection
system cannot protect consumers from today’s most sericus food

safety risk--pathogenic microorganisms like E. coli.

Among the limitations of the current inspection system that we
have addressed in our body of work, we would like to highlight two
that are especially relevant in our assessment of FSIS’ efforts in
the past year to strengthen its inspection system. First, current
laws restrict FSIS’ flexibility to respond to changes in the level
of risk. Regardless of the risk to public health, FSIS is required
by law to perform continuocus inspection at slaughter plants--
examining every carcass--and to visit each processing plant daily.
Because of these requirements, the agency is limited in its ability

to adjust inspection frequencies and target its resources to

respond to changing risk. ;

Second, although FSIS has known for many years that microbial
contamination was a serious problem, it has not routinely performed
microbial tests of equipment surfaces or raw products, nor does it

require industry to perform such tests. As a result, FSIS does not



know where in the production and processing cycle microbial
contamination is most likely to occur, or what types of bacteria
are prevalent and at what levels. Such information is needed to
design and implement an effective control program. FSIS now
recognizes the need for such information and has initiated various

research and data collection efforts.

Nevertheless, some plants also recognize the importance of
microbial testing. They have already established their own testing
programs to identify microbial contamination and have taken
corrective actions based on the results. For example, one plant we
visited started a microbial testing program to check on the
effectiveness of its cleaning procedures. Test results indicated
that even though cleaned surfaces had passed FSIS’ inspection, some
surfaces still contained high levels of bacteria. Company
management therefore revised the cleaning procedures to reduce
bacteria levels. However, FSIS has not provided leadership by
developing industrywide guidelines or standards that define a safe
level of bacteria to help those plants that do perform microbial
tests, nor has FSIS attempted to collect or disseminate the results

of these programs to help other plants correct similar problems.

SCIENTIFIC, RISK-BASED INSPECTION
SYSTEM IS NEEDED

Although experts agree that the intensity and type of
inspection should be determined by the risk a particular food
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presents, the current meat and poultry inspection system is not
based on risk and is not ab%e to adequately protect the public from
foodborne illness. Labor-intensive inspection procedures and
inflexible inspection frequencies drain resources that could be put

to better use in a risk-based system.

Shortly after the E. coli poisoning incident, in testimony in
March 1993, we said that to protect the public from unsafe meat and
poultry, FSIS needs to move to a scientific, risk-based inspection
system, Such a system would allow FSIS to target its resources
towards the higher-risk meat and poultry products by increasing the
inspection of such products, developing methods or tools that would
help inspectors to detect microbial contamination, and/or

increasing the testing of such products.

One concept for improving the scientific basis for regulating
food safety is a production control process known as Hazard
Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP). This process consists
of identifying the likely hazards that could be presented by a
specific product and then identifying the critical control points
in a specific production process where a failure would likely
result in a hazard being created or allowed to persist. These
critical control points are then systematically monitored, and

records are kept of that monitoring. Corrective actions are also

documented.
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On May 27, 1993, the Secretary of Agriculture directed FSIS to
publish in 90 days a plan for carrying out his decision to mandate
that all meat and poultry plants set up HACCP systems. However,
even though USDA has been actively pursuing HACCP for 3 years, FSIS
has not yet proposed any regulations, decided on specific
requirements for plant HACCP systems, or decided on whether it will
require microbial testing to monitor or verify a system’s

performance.

To achieve fundamental changes in the federal meat and poultry
inspection system, we recommended in March 1993 that FSIS (1)
develop and implement a clear and detailed plan for change, (2)
obtain a consensus for change by soliciting the involvement of all
interested parties, and (3) seek legislative changes to the meat
and poultry inspection acts and congressional guidance on the

objectives of the federal inspection system.

In its response to our recommendations, USDA told us that
actions were under way to respond to the first two recommendations
but that it had no plans to advance extensive legislative proposals

until it completed a series of public hearings.

CONCLUSTIONS

A year after the E. coli outbreak, the present inspection

system cannot identify and prevent meat contaminated with
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pathogenic bacteria like E. coli from entering the nation’s food
supply. It still relies primarily on organoleptic inspection
procedures that are not capable of detecting such pathogens--the
greatest public health risk associated with meat and poultry.
FSIS’ initiatives to improve the inspection system have not

addressed this inherent weakness, nor has FSIS sought requirements

for routine microbial testing by industry or government inspectors.

To better protect the public from foodborne illnesses, FSIS
must move to a medern, scientific, risk-based inspection system.
Such a system would allow FSIS to target its resources towards the
higher-risk meat and poultry products by increasing inspection of
such products, developing methods or tools that would help
inspectors detect microbial contamination, and/or increasing the

testing of such products.

This completes our prepared statement. We will be glad to
discuss meat and poultry inspection issues further with you, other

Subcommittee members, or your staffs.
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APPENDIX I APPENDIX 1

GENERAL ACCOUNTING QOFFICE AND OTHER REPORTS SINCE 1969
ON THE FEDERAL MEAT AND PQULTRY INSPECTION SYSTEM

GAQO REPQORTS

Food Safety: A Unified, Rigsk-Based System Needed to Enhance Food
Safety (GAO/T-RCED-94-71, Nov. 4, 19%83).

Food Safety: Building a Scientifi¢, Risk-Based Meat and Poultry
Inspection System (GAO/T-RCED-93-22, Mar. 16, 1993).

Food Safety: Inspection of Domestic and Imported Meat Should Be
Risk-Based (GAQO/T-RCED-93-10, Feb. 18. 1993).

Food Safety and Quality: Uniform, Risk-based Inspection System
Needed to Ensure Safe Food Supply (GAO/RCED-92-152, June 26, 1992).

Food Safety and Quality: Salmonella Control Efforts Show Need for
More Coordination (GAO/RCED-92-69, Apr. 21, 1992).

Food Safety and Quality: FDA Needs Stronger Controls Over the
Approval Process for New Animal Drugs (GAO/RCED-92-63, Jan. 17,
1992) .

U.S. Department of Agriculture: Improving Management of Cross-

Cutting Agricultural Issues (GAO/RCED-91-41, Mar. 12, 1991).

Food Safety and Quality: Who Does What in the Federal Government
(GAO/RCED-91-19A&B, Dec. 21, 1990).

Food Safety and Inspection Service'’s Performance-Based Inspection
System (GAO/T-RCED-89-53, July 31, 1989).

Internal Controls: Program to Address Problem Meat and Poultr
Plants Needs Improvement (GAO/RCED-89-55, Mar. 31, 1989).

Imported Meat and Livestock: Chemical Residue Detection and the
Issue of Labeling (GAO/RCED-87-142, Sept. 30, 1987).

Inspection Activities of the Food Safety and Inspection Service
(GAO/T-GGD-87-15, May 15, 1987).

Compendium of GAO’s Views on the Cost Saving Proposals of the Grace

Commission, Vol. II--Individual Issue Analyses (GAOQ/0OCG-85-1, Feb.
19, 1985),

Monitoring and Enforcing Food Safety--An Overview of Past Studies
(GAO/RCED-83-153, Sept. 9, 1983).
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APPENDIX I APPENDIX I

Improved Management of Import Meat Inspection Program Needed
(GAQ/RCED-83-81, June 15, 1983).

Improving Sanitation and Federal Ingpection at Slaughter Plants:
How to Get Better Results for the Inspection Dollar (CED-81-118,
July 30, 1981).

A Better Way for the Department of Agriculture to Inspect Meat and
Poultry Processing Plants (CED-78-11, Dec. 9, 1977).

Selected Aspects of the Administration of the Meat and Poultry “
Inspection Program (CED-76-140, Aug. 25, 1976). |

Congsumer Protection Would Be Increased by Improving the
Administration of Intrastate Meat Plant Inspection Programs (B-
163450, Nov. 2, 1973).

Consumer and Marketing Service’s Enforcement of Federal Sanitation
Standards at Poultry Plants Continues to Be Weak (B-163450, Nov.

l6é, 1871).

Need To Reassess Food Inspection Roles Of Federal Organizations (B-
168966, June 30, 1970).

Weak Enforcement of Federal Sanitation Standards at Meat Plants by ‘
the Consumer and Marketing Service (B-163450, June 24, 1970). i

Enforcement of Sanitary, Facility, and Moisture Recquirements at ;
Federally Inspected Poultry Plants (B-163450, Sep. 10, 1969). i

USDA QFFICE OF INSPECTOR GENERAL REPORTS

Food Safety and Inspection Service: Monitoring of Drug Residues
(Audit Report No. 24600-1-At, Sept. 30, 1991).

Food Safety and Inspection Service: Labeling Policies and
Approvals (Audit Report No. 24099-5-At, June 1990).

Food Safety and Inspection Service: Follow-Up Audit of the
Imported Meat Process (Audit Report No. 38002-4-Hy, Mar. 29, 1989).

Food Safety and Inspection Service: Audit of the Imported Meat
Process (Audit Report No. 38002-2-Hy, Jan. 14, 1987).

Food Safety and Inspection Service: Meat and Poultry Inspection
Program (Audit Report No. 38607-1-At, Sept. 26, 1986).
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APPENDIX I APPENDIX I

STUDIES BY THE CONGRESS, SCIENTIFIC ORGANIZATIONS, AND OTHERS

Meat and Poultryv Inspection: Background and Current Issues
(Congressional Research Service, Report No. 93-574 ENR, June 9,
1893) .

Setting the Food Safety and Inspection Service on a Path to Renewal
(report of USDA'’s Management Evaluation Team, Nov. 1991).

Cattle Inspection (Food and Nutrition Board, Institute of Medicine,
National Academy of Sciences, 1990).

Federal Poultry Inspection: A Briefing (Congressicnal Research
Service, Report No. 87-432 ENR, May 8, 1987).

Food Safety Policy: Scientific and Regqulatory Issues
(Congressicnal Research Service, Order Code IB83158, Feb. 13,
1987) .

Poultry Inspection: The Basis for a Risk-Assessment Approach
(National Research Council, National Academy of Sciences, 1987).

Meat and Poultry Inspection--The Scientific Basis of the Nation’s

Program (National Research Council, National Academy of Sciences,
1985) .

Food Safety Policy Issues (Congressional Research Service, Report
No. 81-155 SPR, June 1981).

Study on Federal Requlation, Requlatory Organization (Committee on
Governmental Affairs, U.S. Senate, vol. V, Dec. 1977).

Study of the Federal Meat and Poultry Inspection System (Booz,
Allen, and Hamilton, Inc., June 1977).
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